MENTORSHIP
==========

It may be time to rethink the traditional roles of mentors and mentees. A mentor is traditionally thought of as someone who is wise, experienced, and senior and who provides advice and support to a junior colleague. The role of mentor is often self-assigned, and the mentees may be a fairly passive recipient of the advice and influence of their mentor. However, this traditional view of mentorship is far too limiting. Effective mentors may take many shapes. They may be peers who are willing to provide meaningful feedback to a colleague or a professional coach who has made a career out of helping others reach their potential.

The Oxford Dictionary defines mentee as "a person who is advised, trained, or counseled by a mentor."^[@R1]^ This definition is also too restrictive and far too passive. Mentorship is more effective when the mentee takes active role as the mentor in the relationship. Mentees should actively identify and invite people to act as mentors. Mentees need to be clear about what they need from their mentors and have a discussion about how to make best use on the mentor's time and influence.^[@R2]^

Developing and maintaining strong mentoring relationships can make a significant difference in enabling professionals to reach their goals. Both mentors and mentees should actively work to improve their skills in making that relationship meaningful. In addition, professionals today may want to explore other models of social learning, such as peer coaching and learning collaboratives.

PEER COACHING AND LEARNING COLLABORATIVES
=========================================

Coaching differs from mentoring in that it focuses on specific competencies rather than overall development.^[@R3]^ Much of the leadership coaching you may be familiar with is provided by professional coaches, and the focus is on skill building, encouraging specific behaviors, and self-reflection. However, peer coaching is much less costly and can be very effective.

Peer coaching is a process through which colleagues within an organization work together to test ideas, give and receive feedback, and teach one another or solve problems in the workplace. While the word "coach" implies that there is an asymmetric relationship, peer coaching is meant to be nonhierarchical in nature and participants work together in a supportive fashion and everyone is both coach and learner.

In contrast, learning collaboratives are groups of 2 or more peers, colleagues, or mentors, often from different organizations, who are attempting to learn together. Both approaches capitalize on the resources and skills or everyone involved.

CONCLUSIONS
===========

Vygotsky's theory of proximal development suggests that learning is inherently social and individuals learn more together than they could alone. Mentors, coaches, and peers provide important support for learning and skill development. Our educational programs should have strategies in place to support these learning relationships and networks.^[@R4]^
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